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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Monday, May16th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Vice President for USU
Statewide Campuses, Dr. Larry Smith. This is another oral history interview for the Covid
Collection Project. Good morning, Vice President Smith.

LS:

Good morning, Todd.

TW:

So when did you start your career at Utah State University and the various positions you've
served during your USU career?

LS:

Oh, let me see now. I think I started in 2003, and I started as the—I was hired as the associate
dean of the graduate school. Nine months later, I became the interim dean of the graduate school
because Tom Kent, the graduate dean, left. And so I filled in for a couple years as graduate dean.
Then, when Ray Coward was hired as provost, he asked me to become one of his vice provosts,
and I did that for, I think, 10, 11 years. Along the way, I was promoted eventually to the
executive senior vice provost, so that meant I was involved in almost all the things that were
taking place in the provost's office.

[01:44]
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So after Ray, of course, Noelle Cockett became provost when Stan Albrecht was still president.
And then I think after about—well, then, when she became president, she asked me to fill in as
provost. I did that for 19 months. Then when Frank Galey was coming in as provost, Noelle
needed someone to fill in for Mark McLellan, who was vice president for research. So she asked
me to be VPR [Vice President – Research] for a year. I did that. Then Dave Woolstenhulme left
USU to become commissioner of USHE [Utah System of Higher Education], and so she asked
me to fill in as VP of Statewide Campuses. So I've been there three years.
TW:

And so, when we're talking about USU Statewide Campuses, how does that portion of the USU
framework serve to meet the land grant mission for the state of Utah?

LS:

Oh, it's the epitome of the—the Statewide Campuses really is the epitome of the land grant
mission because we really do take education to anyone within the state of Utah, throughout the
state of Utah. We do that by—we have eight actual campuses and then a couple of dozen delivery
locations throughout the state so students of all ages—by the way, the majority of our students are
post-traditional-aged students, nontraditional students. You know, these folks are—they're placebound. They may have families or other obligations, work obligations and so forth, and so they're
not going to move to Logan like that 17-, 18-year-old high school student.

[04:02]
And so we offer a huge range of academic credentials, everything from tech-ed certificates to the
PhD throughout our statewide system. I think we have a couple of hundred kinds of degrees and
certificates. So, you know, we deliver education throughout the state with a special focus on rural
communities. We're very important to the rural communities. We have very close relationships
with local governance there, and it's really one of the most fun parts, I think, of USU is, you
know, helping folks who, you know, either didn't attend college coming out of high school or
started college, didn't complete. This gives folks of all ages an opportunity to get the education
they want.
TW:

Very good. And you already said how many sites. You've answered a lot of these preliminary
questions, but how much autonomy does each one of these sites have? I mean, obviously, they
work through your office, but when they're running their campuses, how much autonomy do the
associate vice presidents have?

LS:

Well, I'm not sure I would quite put it that way. They have autonomy. They each have autonomy
to be able to work with other parts of USU, such as the academic departments and colleges, to
offer the right mix of programs and credentials to the students, again, of all ages, to the students
throughout the state or in their region, I should say. And so, you know, not every campus offers
the exact same mix of programs, but we rely on the associate vice presidents who run the
campuses and the districts.

[06:25]
We rely on them to know which programs are in demand in those regions and so, you know,
that's a discussion. It's a negotiation with academic departments. But, you know, the AVPs
[Associate Vice President] also have to make sure they pay the light bill, and the parking lots are
plowed in the winter and those kinds of things. And so in that sense, then, they have full
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autonomy to make sure that, in terms of day-to-day operations, everything is running smoothly.
Where the vice president comes in is kind of for those non-day-to-day kinds of operations.
The vice president kind of sets the tone, if you will, or sets the agenda in terms of bigger picture
items such as enrollment management, which is something we've been very, very focused on
during my three years in the position, where we've been doing a great deal of analysis and coming
up with better ways, innovative ways to recruit students and to retain students and to help
students complete. This is very important to the institution in terms of its reporting metrics to the
state.
So the associate vice presidents, you know, they know what they can do completely on their own,
but they also know that their job is to be in alignment with so, so many parts of USU, everything
from facilities and housing to academic programs, everything in between.
[08:30]
TW:

Of course, this is before COVID, but how often in the earlier part of your vice presidency do you
meet with each one of the associate vice presidents, either individually or as a group?

LS:

Oh, we have a monthly administrative council meeting always, you know, before COVID, during
COVID, and that's the AVPs, their directors of students, their director of operations, maybe
others as they see fit, such as recruiters. So we have a regular monthly meeting, but in between,
every couple weeks, I meet with AVPs on a one-on-one basis. And then, thirdly, I have meetings
with the AVPs on all kinds of initiatives that they're working on, so I'm in constant
communication with the AVPs, whether it's a meeting on the calendar or whether it's phone calls
or whether it's texts. You know, nights and weekends and so on, we're just in constant
communication.

TW:

And so you're teeing it up really well. So news of a virus that reached the United States in late
January of 2020. Not sure how you were first informed or how those discussions started to
percolate up to your position, if you were having discussion with Noelle, if you were having
discussions with exec. I know you are a member of the task force, the COVID task force, but talk
about that first three, four, five weeks before classes moved to remote only.

[10:26]
LS:

Yeah. So have you talked to other vice presidents like Robert Wagner?

TW:

Yeah.

LS:

Okay. So I'm sure they told you about the first meeting that we had with Noelle. I am trying to
remember if it was a Sunday. I know we met some Sundays in Champ Hall conference room. I'm
not sure if the first one was a Saturday or a Sunday. It may have been a Sunday. And we spent
most of the day, certainly a big half-day, but I think it went well into the afternoon, you know,
trying to get our head around what this meant for Utah State, what kinds of logistics were we
being confronted with in terms of switching over to a remote, a remotely functioning campus,
every aspect of it. Every aspect. Not just classes.
And my recollection—now, at my age, I have trouble remembering what I had for breakfast, so
the other vice presidents I'm sure can be much more accurate. But I seem to recall we had at least
a couple of weekends of meeting. You know, there were probably 10 or 12 of us in the room, you
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know, trying again to get a handle on it. Now, in Statewide, where it really first hit me how
serious this was going to be in our little part of USU, it was a Saturday morning, about 8:00 a.m.
[12:17]
And I get a phone call from Kristian Olsen, who is the associate vice president of Blanding, and
he informed me. That was March 21st, 2019, at 8:00 a.m. He calls me and says, "The Navajo
Nation is in lockdown," or quarantine, I guess, was the technical term, but it was kind of the same
thing. And that happened at 5:00 the Friday night before.
Now, to put it in context, the USU-Blanding Campus oversees and manages two delivery
locations on Navajo Nation property, one in Monument Valley and one in Montezuma Creek. The
reason this was—oh, and so what that meant was people, the residents of the Nation were not
allowed to travel. They couldn't drive around the Nation land, and USU people could not enter
the Nation. And so, you know, it started to get real complex on many, many levels because in
Blanding, with those two Navajo Nation campuses, our student population is 70 percent, give or
take in a year, 70 percent Navajo.
[14:11]
And many of those students relied on, depended on the computing resources in Monument Valley
and Montezuma Creek. You know, there are cases where some of those students were in homes
without electricity, certainly without wi-fi, and so they had to get to the building, in the USU
building to get to a computer to take their classes. And, you know, they did not have a laptop that
they could sit in their living room and use to take their classes. So it got really serious and
complicated very, very quickly, and so that was maybe the biggest struggle. Yeah.
TW:

How often were you communicating with the associate vice presidents at this point? It seems like
this was—it may have differed based on the location and the infrastructure in place, but what
were the—were you still meeting? I mean, you were meeting monthly. Were you meeting more
often than that with the group?

LS:

Well, with Blanding, I think we were talking three or four times a day. You had to. You had to in
order to get things going. And, you know, I mean, we were talking baby steps in those days, you
know, just doing what you think would help. But in the case of Blanding, I mean, we were talking
at least once but several times a day and many times.

[16:28]
TW:

What kind of—I'm going to use the word accommodations. It's the wrong word. Were students
able to delay assignments? Could they suspend classes for the remainder of spring semester and
pick it up later on? What were the decisions that the associate vice presidents and the Statewide
offices were having?

LS:

Well, we kind of took it on a campus-by-campus basis. Salt Lake, with its post-traditional-aged
students is very different from, you know, Monument Valley's Navajo student, you know, firstgen, low-income kind of student who couldn't afford a laptop. I mean, they're very, very different.
So for each and every campus, we kind of did what was the best we could do. In the end, after
quite a while of brainstorming and trying to figure out what to do, you know—it's kind of a funny
story. It was income tax time, right?
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TW:

Yes, it was.

[18:09]
LS:

And so, you know, as I was thinking about my income taxes, you know, and looking at the form,
you know, the income tax form is, you know, "If you are this, then go to 2B. If you are 2B, then
go to 12C. And if you are 12"—and then it struck me. Well, hey, maybe we could do that for the
Navajo students. You know, we could say, "Hey, okay. If you do not have access to computing
facilities, check here. If you do have access to computer resources, check here. Go here, and
here's your set of instructions." And so we kind of set up this dichotomy process. You know, "If
this, do that. If not, do the other thing, da, da, da, da, da."
And so it took, you know—we had to know how many students were in which academic
programs, and we had to reach out to all of the faculty who had Navajo students in their classes.
We had to alert the faculty, for one thing, that, hey, these students are not going to be allowed to
even travel the roads to get to the building to get to your class. So we had to alert them to that, but
then we had to work with the faculty to come up with a reasonable set of options for students to
finish.

[19:58]
So in the end, you know, students, faculty were agreeable to either have students take the grade
they had up to the point of lockdown, or they could go remote if they had home access to remote,
or they could do an incomplete. And it sounds simple, but it wasn't that simple back then. I mean,
I didn't review the numbers for this interview, but, you know, I mean, we're talking 200, 300
faculty who were offering classes that, you know, had, you know, one or more Navajo students in
it. And so we had remarkable collaboration with faculty and departments.
It was very, very impressive, the compassion that, you know, the faculty had for the situation on
the Navajo Nation. I mean, you know, you got to remember that it wasn't too long into COVID
that the New York Times reported that the Navajo Nation had the highest death rate of any part of
America. And so, you know, those were pretty scary times, so we were very, very grateful to all
faculty who worked with us to give the Navajo students the best possible options.
[22:11]
Now, what's really interesting, there are a lot of people that know this, but there might be other
folks who don't, even at USU. Statewide Campuses, we make a living doing our jobs remotely.
We always did, right? I mean, that's how we operate long before COVID. So for us, going
remote, except for the Blanding/Navajo Nation situation, except for that, we were doing broadcast
classes anyway, and then we did, you know, eventually, Zoom classes. So the 166 Statewide
faculty, at least, plus faculty in Logan who broadcast classes, you know, they knew how to do it.
We knew how to advise remotely. We knew how to educate remotely. We knew how to talk to
students remotely, provide support services. It's just how we made a living. It was normal for us,
so it wasn't that big a leap, in general. And then when the rest of the university needed to start
doing that, you know, the Statewide faculty and any faculty member who broadcast classes, you
know, they were very, very helpful to their colleagues who now had to learn how to use it, had to
learn how to do it. And so I'm very, very proud that Statewide helped other parts of USU learn
how to work each day remotely.
USU COVID-19 2022: DR. LARRY SMITH
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[24:14]
TW:

I swear you've looked at my questions before. Boy, this is going to be quick. So back to the
COVID task force and the spin-off committees, the stabilization, the action committee, the travel
committee. What was the involvement of Statewide Campuses? Did you and Rich serve on any of
the policy and practice discussions, and how did that affect Statewide Campus operations?

LS:

I mean, we were in so many meetings, it's hard for me to separate them all out, but, I mean, I was
there. Any of the major committees where the president was there, I was there like the other VPs
and some of the deans. You know, certainly, Rich was very heavily involved in all of the
academic things that we were trying to do. I mean, Rich Etchberger, you know, he's the link
between the academic enterprise of USU and Statewide faculty. Boy, I can remember Rich—I
don't know—he probably put in some 80-hour weeks, 100-hour weeks near the start, you know,
any—working with other faculty who needed to broadcast and so on.
So, I mean, everybody was in any kind of a meeting where it was helpful. It was just a massive,
massive effort, and it's hard to really even remember just how stressful it was. But the stress
wasn't instantaneous. I mean, a lot of people at the beginning thought, well, this will be over in a
month. Right? And then, oh boy, as that summer wore on and we saw the handwriting on the wall
for fall of '20, then, boy, we really were stressing out there.

[26:53]
TW:

So the decision was made that the students would return to the Logan campus, the Price
campus—I'm not sure about the Blanding campus—for the fall semester of 2020. What kinds of
discussions did Statewide Campuses have? And I'm also specifically interested in any discussions
that any of the associate vice presidents might have had with local county officials, public health
officials, about testing, containment, those types of things, and how your office was involved in
that.

LS:

Yeah. So let me see. You asked a number of things.

TW:

Sorry. Just fall semester 2020, student return, but there were obviously protocols on maskwearing, social distancing. What kind of testing—did USU offer testing at campuses other than
the Logan campus? Were they working with public county health departments or districts?

LS:

Well, let me think for a second. We certainly had them return in fall '21, right? We definitely had
them return fall '21. We were not looking at fall '20 as a return to normalcy if I recall. Todd, help
me out here. I think what we did—

TW:

No, it was definitely—it was not normal. It was far from normal, but there were definitely
protocols. There was signage.

[28:37]
LS:

Yeah. I think what we did was we made the decision to try to get to Thanksgiving if I recall.

TW:

That's right. And then after Thanksgiving, that three weeks went remote. That's exactly right.

LS:

That's right. That's what happened that fall. And so, man, we just held our breath. We were
placing bets on will we make it to Thanksgiving or not before we go remote.
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TW:

I remember the daily situation reports coming out and watching the numbers pretty religiously.

LS:

Yeah. And, you know, that COVID task force, we were meeting four days a week if I recall,
Monday through Thursday. And, I mean, we did that for—I don't know—a year, four days a
week for a year, something like that. Again, you know, I don't want to exaggerate. Other people
can be more accurate, but it was a long time. I mean, we definitely felt fatigue. We definitely felt
fatigue after, you know, a good year of this. So let me see. Statewide. Oh, yeah. So the big thing
early on was testing, right? Because we didn't get the vaccine until, what, January of—

TW:

2021.

LS:

…2021? At the earliest.

[30:25]
TW:

And it was age—so, I mean, college-aged students, it was late in the spring before they—

LS:

It was like April, right?

TW:

Yeah.

LS:

Something like that, before college students—April, May, maybe.

TW:

Yeah.

LS:

So, you know, testing was really, really important. So we have two residential campuses in the
Statewide system, USU Eastern in Price and USU Blanding in Blanding. And so we had testing
done. We worked with the local health departments to provide testing on those campuses. Well, I
mean, I'll put it this way. You're jogging some very old memories here. USU developed the
ability to do our own testing. That was kind of groundbreaking. You know, we were going to do
it ourselves, but you do it in cooperation with the local health department, right? They help you
make sure you do it right. You got the right kits. You do it the right way. You got people trained,
blah, blah, blah.
So those two residential campuses, we established testing on site, but the other campuses, they
did not with one exception. They did not. You know, their enrollments of nontraditional students,
for example, I mean, these are people with jobs and families. They're living there, and so they
were getting tested through the local health department just like anybody else who lived in the
community, right?

[32:37]
So that's what they did. The one exception I'm thinking of is I think we had—I think we
established testing in Brigham City. I'm not sure if the—remember, we had a testing vehicle. We
had a van or something like that that could go out and do testing. And either that went to
Blanding or—and I think we actually had—I think before the vehicle went out there, we set up
some testing, some limited testing in Brigham City.
TW:

Yes. Associate Vice President Dan Black said this same thing.

LS:

Yeah.
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TW:

So what about the COVID containment team, the COVID CARES team? Were they testing
wastewater in Price and Blanding?

LS:

As soon as the decision was made to do wastewater testing, it was done at Eastern and Blanding.
Again, those are the residential campuses, so don't forget. The first place we were doing
wastewater testing was in the Logan dormitories, right? The wastewater out of the dormitories.
And so we did the same thing at the dormitories in Eastern and Blanding. So, yeah.

TW:

And were those samples sent up to Dr. Keith Roper or were they—

LS:

Yes.

TW:

Okay.

[34:14]
LS:

Yes. Yep. I remember. You know, we had to figure out a courier system. You had to have
someone—I don't know; certified might be too strong—you had to have somebody who could
handle hazardous waste like that as a courier, right? So we had to do that. I think we might have
had the—I think we had a courier go to Moab. Somebody from Blanding would take it up to
Moab, and then that person would then, as they were driving through Price, stop at Eastern and
get samples. So I think, you know, whereas wastewater—I don't know how often wastewater
testing was done in Logan. It might have been—I don't know if it was every day or every other
day, but, you know, it was being done a couple times a week, I think, at Eastern.

TW:

Yeah. It was every other day according—they eased off later on, but that's the way Dr. Roper
described it.

LS:

They just stopped. I mean, they just recently stopped at Eastern and Blanding. That would have
been like nearly two years of wastewater testing in the Statewide system.

TW:

Do you know if the COVID containment team or the CARES team, for the positive cases, worked
with folks at Blanding or the folks at Price?

[35:55]
LS:

Oh yeah. Yeah. absolutely. Yeah. I mean, we—USU eventually developed a process of how to
report, you know. Either a USU test or a health department test, if you were positive or you were
exposed to somebody, you had to fill out the USU COVID form, and that triggered this, and it
triggered that and, you know, the CARES team and so on. And, you know, the same was true
anywhere in the Statewide system. And those CARE people, COVID CARE, I mean, they were
heroes. They were heroes.

TW:

Yeah. David Pruden really—it's amazing what—

LS:

I don't know what they did to unwind, but, man, bottle that stuff and sell it.

TW:

I think he's still working on it, but, yeah.

[Laughing]
TW:

So did Statewide Campuses apply for any of the CARES [Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic
Security] money, the federal money, the three rounds? When I was talking to Vice President

USU COVID-19 2022: DR. LARRY SMITH

8

Cowley, I was wondering. And if so, did you receive any, and where did it—how did it help
support Statewide Campuses?
LS:

Oh, absolutely. Absolutely, we did, most notably in Blanding. We purchased—we didn't exactly
purchase laptops. Oh, darn it. Hey, I'm kind of anti-electron. I mean, everybody makes fun of me
for my—

TW:

You're fine.

[37:53]
LS:

…lack of technical expertise in IT. But we purchased—they weren't iPads. They were the other
thing, right? But they got the job done. We purchased a pile of those for Navajo students who
didn't have access to those resources. And still, you know, some of those students, they'd have to
climb a hill behind their house to get a signal or something or sneak down the street, down the
road even though they weren't supposed to travel for a while. Yeah. I'd have to go back and look
at exactly which of our proposals got funding. It was hugely helpful.

TW:

And then the academics that year, do you think that things ran as smoothly as one could hope and
expect for that first full academic year under COVID? Talk to that, please.

LS:

Yeah. Year one of COVID, I think it probably went about as smoothly as it could. The big
challenges were lab classes, of course, but Logan faced the same thing. But the tricky part,
particularly in the Southeast campuses—that'd be Eastern, Moab, Blanding—the tricky part there
is they serve as the technical colleges for the state of Utah as well, right? I mean, so they have a
whole range of programs: certified truck driving and heavy equipment and welding. I mean, it's
hard to weld in a Zoom class, right? Yeah. There were those kinds of things, so there had to be a
lot of creativity.

[40:08]
You know, welding instructors. I think where that landed—you should probably talk to Bruce
Miller about this if you haven't already or Gary Straquadine, who's going to retire in a few
weeks—I think what they did was, you know, they'd have like two welding students at a time or
four welding students at a time come in, stay six feet apart, mask up, glove up, and learn their
welding. And so, you know, like those truck driving instructors or welding instructors, I think
they had to work many, many more hours in order to squeeze those students in to get that handson experience, which is really the only way you're going to learn those skills.
TW:

Was enrollment up, down, or steady that first year at the Statewide Campuses?

LS:

[Laughing] We were up 16 percent. Yeah, I'm telling you. I probably don't want the public
reading this, but I'll try to put it in a very modest way that the Statewide Campus system was very
helpful in USU's enrollment because students who stayed away from Logan could take advantage
of the Statewide system for class delivery. You know, they could stay at home and continue their
programs. And so, you know, it's hard to imagine what would have happened to USU enrollment
without the Statewide system built in and being able to, you know, pretty much operate sort of as
normal or at least a bigger chunk of normal than what Logan could do. So that first year, we were
up 16 percent because students were staying home and taking classes through Statewide.

[42:32]
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TW:

So, Dr. Smith, the state legislature met in January of 2021, and some of the first acts they did was
to lessen the mask mandate, reduce the social distancing guidelines. We have spoken a little bit
about the vaccines and the availability of the vaccines. What did the COVID task force and the
spin-off committees from the task force as well as discussions you had with your associate vice
presidents at Statewide Campuses have, in preparation for that second academic year, with the
fact that the state legislature and some of the new realities that were coming about in the 2021
calendar year?

LS:

Well, I mean, when you have legislative action, you've got to follow it. Period. USU's position
was to continue doing whatever we were allowed to continue doing to minimize risk to students
and employees. So while we could not require masks or distancing, we could still encourage it,
and we could encourage testing, and we could encourage vaccination. And so all this signage that
we had from the year before, you know, we modified it to reflect more encouraging kinds of
messages rather than what we had before.

[44:35]
TW:

And in the second year, was enrollment still up, or did you feel that you saw a trend where
students were returning to the Logan campus. How did that play out?

LS:

Oh yeah. It definitely dropped. Enrollment definitely dropped. So that fall '21 when I guess you'd
say Logan was open again, fully open again, yeah, we dropped. But we did not drop all the way
back to pre-COVID levels. So our fall head count, I believe, was still five percent higher than fall
'19, so we were still up. You know, and I attribute that in part to students having the experience
of, you know, using the Statewide kind of approach to educational delivery and maybe liking it.
And there are probably a lot of students still reluctant to come back and so, again, they took
advantage of Statewide. Yeah, it was great. I'm glad we were there for them.

TW:

Speaking of which, in the fall semester of 2021, were more classes offered at the Statewide
Campuses face to face, and what was the enrollment like in that second year and second fall of
COVID?

[46:13]
LS:

Yeah. I believe what the university did was—and Robert Wagner can tell you the truth. I believe
what we did was we set up the class schedule in fall '21 the same as fall '19. I think that's what we
did.

TW:

I think it was 75 to 80 percent face-to-face classes as we were offering. That's the way Dr.
Wagner explained to it. It was like 85—75 to 80 percent face to face in the fall of 2019 to the fall
of 2021.

LS:

Yeah. And I believe that was legislatively imposed.

TW:

It was. Yeah. I forgot to explain that.

LS:

Yeah. So, again, you know, the state sends us our paychecks, right? So you got to do what they
say and, you know, that's all right. It worked out. Yeah.
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TW:

So, Dr. Smith, I'm sure that you could probably trace directly some changes that Statewide
Campus operations had to make due to the COVID pandemic. Are there any of those changes—
COVID as a catalyst created the change—that will become permanent parts of the Statewide
Campus operations? And are there one or two that might just cease as time goes on?

[47:43]
LS:

Mm. Interesting question. You know, as I kind of reflect on it, because Statewide before COVID
routinely worked in a remote fashion—I mean, there are different ways of looking at it, but that's
not too far from the truth. Then when the entire institution had to kind of work remotely, that
really kind of allowed for Statewide to engage the rest of the institution through remote means. It
also allowed Statewide representation in new ways. That's the point I'm trying to make.
And so, you know, in the early days of the stabilization committee, for example, we specifically
had Eastern and Blanding represented at the table or in that group along with all the deans and
VPs, you know, because they were facing very serious issues with residential students and
whatnot. And then, eventually, all the Statewide AVPs were involved in stabilization, and that
meant that deans and VPs who might not have otherwise had a reason to engage Statewide
leadership, broadly speaking, you know, they were exposed to, you know, the folks in Statewide
who run things.

[49:55]
And I thought that was terrific. I thought that was terrific. I think it kind of gained a new level of
respect for Statewide and all of its incredibly hardworking and passionate people. And so I think
that going forward now, a lot of USU knows a lot more about Statewide, and I'm seeing signs
now of Statewide people being included in all kinds of things that I don't think they were preCOVID—
TW:

You're in the in-crowd.

LS:

…to get that perspective and, you know, help the rest of USU in many, many ways. I'm very
proud of what so many folks in Statewide are now doing with the rest of USU.

TW:

So another question I've been asking the people we've been interviewing, how would you gauge
the mental health—you know, this was a very stressful two years. I'm not sure we're totally out of
it. How would you gauge the mental health of the Statewide Campus's administrators, the faculty,
the staff, and the students, you know, now and maybe into the future, based on the experiences of
COVID?

[51:43]
LS:

Mm. Well, I'm certainly not a professional in, you know, psychiatry or psychology or, you know,
mental health counseling. I'm not qualified at all to really evaluate it. What I know from day after
day of working with these many wonderful folks, you know, I think we were all stressed to a very
high level. I think as that first year, especially, wore on, we got burned out, but I cannot
remember anyone, you know, giving up. I can't remember anyone just saying, "I can't take it
anymore." It was a truly remarkable experience to be a part of.
Look, this has been written about countless times in the last two years. You know, when a poet—
a poet once said, "When the stars shine"—I'm sorry. "When the skies are darkest, the stars shine
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brightest." And, boy, we saw a lot of shining stars in Statewide during the darkest of times. And,
you know, it was a test for sure. It was a test of our society and a test of our metal and our
capacity to deal with hardship. Boy, I'm just so impressed and proud of how the folks in my shop,
so impressed by what they did, how they handled themselves and handled their work.
[54:32]
TW:

So as the USU academic administrator, what are the biggest lessons you take away from the
pandemic?

LS:

Mm. I kind of build on my last remark. I think we learned about ourselves in terms of our
problem-solving capacity, our tolerance for stress and emergencies. You know, it's got to be like
living through the Depression or living through a world war. You know, you can't go through that
without being affected. While there were many horrors during that time and it turned society
upside-down, I hope we can also think about the fact that we got through it, and we can remember
how we got through it.

[56:28]
We got through it by being strong and being smart. And I hope post-COVID, we don't sweat the
details like many of us were used to doing pre-COVID. You know, we got to be a little more
tolerant of situations and of each other, a little more understanding. Let's show some more
understanding and put ourselves in other people's shoes. I hope we built up some confidence in
who we are and what we're capable of achieving. I hope those things happen.
TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your or USU Statewide Campus's experiences with
the COVID pandemic?

LS:

No, I think I've pretty much covered the big things that happened. There were lots and lots and
lots of details, countless little details. I remember getting ready for fall '20 and having to—trying
to get the campuses—not trying—having the campuses, what, label classroom seats and distance
seats six feet apart. I remember all that. I mean, it's kind of funny now, but it wasn't then. Boy, I'll
tell you; that was serious stuff.

[58:15]
And, you know, there were just countless challenges like that, and we never gave up. Never gave
up. And, you know, in a sense, we won by getting through it, and I believe USU really wound up
doing everything it could to continue servings students, keeping employees safe. I think that's
something we can take pride in. So I guess I'll leave it there, Todd.
TW:

Vice President Smith, I'd like to thank you for your time this morning discussing the USU
Statewide Campus's experiences with the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

LS:

Thank you, Todd.

[End recording – 59:20]
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